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Mario Orantes, the only suspect in the murder of Bishop Juan Gerardi last April, has been
released by court order, leaving prosecutors to follow up on the only remaining theory in the case
the possible involvement of the military. Gerardi was bludgeoned to death in April 1998 after
publication of his report on human rights abuses during the civil war. The report attributed 80% of
the abuses to military and security forces (see NotiCen, 1998-04-30). Orantes, a priest who assisted
Gerardi, was arrested in July and formally charged with the crime in October. This is the second
suspect who has been released.
The first, a crippled indigent, was released a few days after his arrest because experts determined
he was not physically able to inflict the fatal blows that killed the bishop. The release of Orantes
appears to sink the only theory prosecutors have followed that Orantes' dog Baloo left teeth marks
on the victim, thus linking Orantes to the murder (see NotiCen, 1998-10-15). Orantes' release is
conditional, and he is subject to further investigation and rearrest.
Last December, prosecutor Otto Ardon resigned from the case under intense pressure from the
Catholic Church and human rights leaders who accused him of refusing to follow leads pointing to
the military (see NotiCen, 1998-12-10). FBI says more than one attacker killed Gerardi A day before
Judge Henry Monroy held a hearing to decide whether Orantes would be released or tried, the
newspaper Siglo Veintiuno said it had an unofficial copy of a US Federal Bureau of Investigation
(FBI) report indicating that more than one attacker was involved in the murder.
The report also said four types of blood were found in various parts of the rectory where the bishop
was killed, including in Orantes' bedroom and Baloo's doghouse. Ronald Ochaeta, director of the
archdiocesan human rights office (Oficina de Derechos Humanos del Arzobispado (ODHA), accused
Attorney General Adolfo Gonzalez Rodas of leaking the report to convince Monroy that Orantes
should be tried.
Nevertheless, on Feb. 17, Monroy rejected prosecutor Celvin Galindo's motion to order Orantes to
stand trial and instead ordered his release for lack of evidence. Galindo based his argument on Siglo
Veintiuno's FBI story, but defense attorney Jose Toledo and ODHA representatives argued that no
DNA test had been done to compare Orantes' blood with the blood stains and that the prosecutor
was basing his claims on an FBI analysis he did not have in his possession.
Former attorney general Acisclo Valladares, who has monitored the state's investigation for the
Catholic Church, said he hoped prosecutors would now find and punish those who "extraofficially
executed" Gerardi. ODHA official Mario Rios Montt said the star witness in the case, taxi driver
Jorge Mendez Perussina, was sent out of the country in late February for his protection. Mendez,
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who has been threatened and who escaped a kidnapping attempt in January, gave a statement to
Galindo Feb. 18 that appeared to implicate the military.
Mendez said that, on the night of Gerardi's murder, he saw six men leaving the scene of the murder
in two automobiles. These automobiles allegedly were registered to the military. Since Orantes'
release, Gonzalez said he was willing to consider alternative hypotheses including that the military
was involved in the killing. On Feb. 19, prosecutor Galindo flew to Washington to obtain an official
copy of the FBI report, while attorney Toledo reported to police that his life had been threatened.
Orantes, who has been hospitalized since December with arterial and other ailments, left the
hospital Feb. 20. He said through Toledo that he might sue the government for damages. Toledo
told reporters that both his client and Baloo would submit to DNA tests. [Sources: Spanish News
Service EFE, 02/10/99, 02/16/99, 02/17/99; Notimex, 02/17/99, 02/18/99, 02/19/99, 02/20/99, 02/21/99;
Siglo Veintiuno (Guatemala) 02/16/99, 02/17/99, 02/20/99/ 02/23/99]
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